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NUMBER OF UM ENGLISH MAJORS SHOWS IMPRESSIVE INCREASE
MISSOULA—

The number of English majors at The University of Montana-Missoula has risen more
than 140 percent since fall 1992, making English the fastest growing major in UM’s College of
Arts and Sciences in the past five years.
Figures from the registrar and UM’s Institutional Research office also show English
majors outnumber those in all other departments in the college. Although the registrar counts
523 English majors while Institutional Research counts 471, either figure puts English ahead of
the two college units next in line - the Division of Biological Sciences with 430 majors and
psychology with 396.
English department Chair Bruce Bigley said English majors now account for about 4.3
percent of the total UM undergraduate population, compared with 2 percent in fall 1992.
The increasing popularity of English as a major at UM may reflect a national trend away
from business, which boomed as a major field during the 1980s, according to David Laurence,
editor for ADE Bulletin, published by the Association of Departments of English.
“I think student enrollment has become more vocationally driven,” Laurence said, with
“vocational preparation” these days tending to favor a broader understanding of the term preparation for a variety of job experiences.
- more -

“If you prepare yourself to do only one thing, you can be at a disadvantage,” he said,
adding that English majors learn the analytical, problem-solving and writing skills that make
them attractive to a range of employers.
Bigley shares Laurence's view that English is picking up majors from business, and he
could be right, although he said UM’s business school might disagree. Figures from
Institutional Research show that from fall semester 1992 to fall semester 1997 the number of
business majors dropped from 1382 to 1253.
Bigley isn’t as sure as Laurence, though, that the increase in English majors is jobrelated.
“I don’t think [English majors] see English as a sure way to a job,” he said. “But they
don’t see the business degree as a sure way to a job, either, so they may as well do what they
like.”
Janelle Lamb, a UM senior chose English as a major, she said, because “I love to write,
and I love to read.” Lamb said she did panic about a year ago w-hen she set aside, at least
temporarily, her plans to proceed directly to a doctoral program and on to teaching at the college
level. But she said a course in professional editing restored her confidence in being able to use
her skills as an English major with only a bachelor’s degree.
Laurence estimated that since 1986 the number of degrees in English granted nationwide
has increased about 50 percent. Bigley’s figures show that at UM since 1992 the number of
bachelor’s degrees in English has risen 82 percent.
But from Bigley’s point of view, popularity isn’t all it could be were the number of
faculty keeping pace with the increase in majors.
- more -

“The faculty has stayed fairly steady,” he said, “ so we have to give more preference to
majors and less to anyone else. What that means is that we’re serving almost no non-English
majors. I think that’s dreadful.
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